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Zongmi’s Creative Re-assessment of  
Awakening of Faith in Mahayana
ZHANG Wenliang
 Zongmi’s carrying on and carrying forward of the Hua-yan teachings of 
Fazang and Chengguan are reflected on his re-assessment of the text of Awakening 
of Faith in Mahayana. On the one hand, following Fazang and Chengguan’s 
tradition of taking Hua-yan Sutra (Kegon Kyo) as the foundational text of 
Mahayana Buddhism, Zongmi argues that Hua-yan Sutra is superior to Awakening 
of Faith in Mahayana ─ the latter’s character is based on the [gradual and 
teleological] idea of Tathāgata pratītya-samutpāda and the former’s is on the idea 
of “instant perfection with complete virtues” ( 圓 融 具 紱 ). On the other hand, 
unlike Fazang and Chengguan, Zongmi not only stresses the overlapping of ideas 
in Hua-yan Sutra and in Awakening of Faith in Mahayana ─ for example, both 
texts teach “the practice of realizing the authentic heart-mind”, but also re-
classifies Awakening of Faith in Mahayana as a text that preaches “the practice of 
sudden and instant realization” [ 頓 教 ] (particularly for the naturally talented 
people) as well as “the practice of gradual and teleological realization” [ 終 教 ] 
(for the common practitioners?). Zongmi’s re-assessment of Awakening of Faith 
in Mahayana raised the text to a higher status that preaches “the practice of 
sudden and instant realization” and even partially “the practice of perfection”, and 
such re-assessment represents the increasing importance of the text in Hua-yan, 
Tian-tai, and Chan (Zen) schools in Zongmi’s period.
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